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The consequences of disasters extend far beyond the direct victims that have traditionally been considered affected by disasters. Beyond the immediate physical injury and death that may accompany a disaster, physical and mental health consequences may manifest both among victims of a disaster and in the general population. 6, 8 Immunomodulation and stress processes may account for some of the long-term relation between disaster exposure and poor health. 9 The role of the social and economic consequences of disasters in shaping long-term health should not be underestimated. For example, we know that disaster-related job loss and unemployment are risk factors for long-term psychopathology. 10 As disaster research moves into the mainstream, cross-disciplinary work that includes public health, economics, and other social sciences will illuminate what are likely to be complex relationships between the different consequences of disaster and their role in shaping population health.
Research that has considered the complex relations between different domains of disaster consequences remains limited but essential. This is certainly in part attributable to academic disciplinary boundaries. Perhaps, equally important is the fact that it is substantially difficult, both methodologically and conceptually, to depict nonlinear and reciprocal relationships between the social, economic, and health consequences of disasters. Although economic downturns after disasters may well affect mental health in the long term, we know little about the economic consequences of this disaster-related psychopathology itself.
Ultimately, although the consequences of disasters are likely to extend to whole populations, there remain special populations that may be disproportionately affected by disasters and as such, merit particular research attention. These groups, including groups defined by race/ethnicity 4, 11 or by a particular behavior, 5 may be especially vulnerable to the consequences of disasters and may experience disasters differently than the rest of the population. Work that has systematically assessed why such groups experience disasters differently is limited, 11 but critical if we are to understand how to optimally mitigate the consequences of disasters.
Although none of the disaster-related articles included in this issue explicitly consider the role played by the urban environment, the urban context is the implicit contextual determinant in all of this work. As more and more of the world's population is living in cities, 12 we need to consider how features of the urban environment directly or indirectly shape the consequences of disasters. Features of the urban physical environment that are likely to influence the impact of disasters include, for example, structural safety of buildings (a key determinant of survival in the Bam earthquake among other such events), density of built structures, and quality of roads. Social cohesion, among other aspects of the social environment, may play a particularly important role in shaping the consequences of disasters in densely populated urban areas. Research that elucidates how features of the urban environment may influence the health, social, and economic consequences of disasters, and how these factors together shape the health of urban populations represents the next frontier in disaster research.
